
        
            
                
            
        

    
	What do you do when you end up in an alternate dimension? What if they hate humans?

	 

	 

	Aayat Athar finds herself in an alternate dimension. She is saved by cousins Feedaa and Sae Sae, who inform her that she has landed in Faejenda, a city occupied by Djinns. They offer to help her find a way back. Sae Sae’s father was a researcher who has crossed the interregnum—the pathway joining the dimensions—and is now stranded in the human world. By helping Aayat, Sae Sae wants to reunite with his father.

	A few Djinns in Faejenda, looking to open a permanent portal to the human world, are declared unruly by the government, and live in a community outside the gates of the city.

	Feedaa’s mother, Errumm, is the district head, and along with her team, she is planning an attack on the Djinns who love humans side. She is aided by Tenzen, a recently transferred, and his secret partner.

	Aayat, Sae Sae, and Feedaa begin exploring the disappearances of others to understand the ways the crossover works. Meanwhile, Sae Sae secretly meets the human lovers, who ask him to bring them the details of the siege planned by Errumm and her team in return for the information about the interregnum.
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Aayat looked at the ceiling with half-sleepy eyes, wondering if the day had dawned. Sucking in a sharp breath, she traced the bed to find her mobile phone to check the time. She was not ready to wake up yet. The fabric felt peculiar as she swept her fingers over it. Her skin sent an alien sensation to her brain. She had never touched something like that before.

	Aayat snatched her hand away in horror.

	It banged against the frame of the bed.

	She bolted upright. My bed doesn’t have a frame. The sudden rush of blood to her head made her dizzy. Sleep vanished from her charcoal black eyes in an instant. She blinked them repeatedly to adjust to the prevailing semi-darkness and peered around.

	She was in a wide cavity-like room with no windows. Countless devices sat around her. Some of them beeped and blinked, their monitors displaying indecipherable content. The absence of proper light made it look like she was in an ill-maintained hospital, but it didn’t smell like one―no pungent smell of chorine or bleach or blood. In fact, the room seemed neutral in that respect, no smell at all. Aayat focused her concentration on listening to the noises in her vicinity, but other than the beeping, there were none―no distant chatter, no click-clack of shoes, no sound of any movement whatsoever.

	The air around her felt strange―sterile―as if she had been suspended in a vacuum.

	Goosebumps stood out from her skin as panic rose in her throat. Where exactly am I?

	Shaking the fear that had engulfed her being, calming her fiercely thumping heart, Aayat gathered her wits. She had to get out of there. With trembling legs, she got up from the bed and leaped towards the entrance, but weak as she was, she stumbled and fell on the floor. Somewhere an alarm blared loudly, and someone ran in.

	Strong hands picked her up and placed her on the bed again. “Don’t try to move,” a robotic voice said, booming across the room.

	Aayat raised her head. A tall girlish-looking creature with a slightly crooked nose and long cylindrical limbs smiled back at her. “Hello, I am Feedaa.”

	It has a name?

	“Are you all right? You look like you have seen a ghost. The concern underlying the creature’s robotic voice confused Aayat further.

	She kept silent, looking at the creature with narrowed eyes.

	“Say something.” The creature prodded her and said, “Can you speak? I hope you speak.”

	“What are you?” Aayat moved towards the edge of the bed.

	“Who, the correct word is who.” The creature corrected Aayat in the manner of a grammar teacher teaching her pupil different parts of speech.

	“Huh?” Aayat looked at it, bewildered. Her breath became shallower. She swallowed with great difficulty, the dryness in her throat becoming imminent.

	“You should ask who you are and not what... And I already told you I am Feedaa.” The creature placed its hands on its hips and tilted its head.

	“Not your name, I am asking what are you―robot? Humanoid? Or a new invention by some crazy scientist?” Aayat eyed the bizarre creature with suspicion. It was tall—about six feet, with turquoise-coloured eyes, full lips, skin that resembled that of humans, and no hair on its head. It smiled at her with what looked like genuine affection.

	“What’s a humanoid?” the creature came closer and asked.

	“Where am I?” Aayat inched further away, maintaining a distance of few feet between them.

	“In my cousin’s lab.”

	“Why?”

	“Because we brought you here,” the robotic creature replied, shrugging its broad shoulders.

	“How can you have a cousin?” Aayat squinted her eyes.

	“Why can’t I?” Its words sounded more like banter than a response to someone’s question.

	The urge to hit that strange thing swelled in Aayat’s mind. “I need to leave,” she said, placing her feet on the floor in urgency.

	“No, no, no, you can’t.” The creature placed its hands on Aayat’s shoulders, applying great pressure to keep her seated.

	“Why?” Aayat widened her eyes, crushed under its weight. Was she being held hostage? This could not be. She was no one important―just a regular scholar who had shifted to Dehradun a few weeks back. She hadn’t completed any worthwhile research yet, nor was her mentor working on a secret project that she knew of. She was no rich man’s daughter, either.

	Absentmindedly, Aayat lifted her hand to scratch her head, but the creature shouted, “Don’t. The detectors attached to your scalp will fall off. As it is, we had a lot of trouble attaching them because of the outgrowth.”

	“Why would you do that? Why? And what, what are you trying to achieve?” Aayat ran her long fingers through her hair frantically, trying to dislodge the detectors. They could not experiment on her without her consent. She was not a lab rat.

	“Hold, hold. What are you trying to do? You cannot do that.” The creature grabbed her hands in one swift motion and tugged them away.

	Aayat struggled to reclaim her hands―she twisted and twirled with all her might, but she was no match to the creature’s strength. The dimly lit room turned darker before her eyes. Her brain stopped responding for a few seconds, directing all its effort to prevent her system from collapsing.

	Gradually the creature loosened its grip and brought a chair near Aayat’s bed.

	“Breathe… Breathe... Why are you so scared? I am not going to harm you,” it said, trying to soothe her.

	What’s happening? Where am I? Why am I here? Who are you? What do you want? Aayat’s mind swirled with questions.

	An annoyed expression passed the creature’s eyes. “I am Feedaa. This is my cousin’s lab. He and I were hiking in the woods when we saw you lying unconscious near the stream. We tried waking you up, but you wouldn’t budge. There was no identification card on you, so we were left with no other choice but to bring you here. Leaving you to become animal fodder didn’t feel kind.”

	“Where is here? I mean, which place?”

	“Faejenda, you are in Faejenda.”

	“This isn’t Dehradun? Did the stream carry me somewhere far away?” Alarmed, Aayat stiffened in her place. The vein near her temple pulsed vigorously. “I should get back, I need to get back. Can you please help me get back?” she pleaded in a soft voice.

	“Where do you live?”

	“National Centre for Research in Artificial Intelligence campus.”

	“National Centre for Research in Artificial Intelligence?” Feedaa repeated the words and narrowed its eyes. It then blinked repeatedly as if trying to remember something.

	“You can, right? You can help me get there. Just call them and ask if any Aayat Athar works there. They will tell you all about me. Please, just help me out.”

	“Why don’t you rest a bit first? As soon as you can walk, we will take you there,” Feedaa replied and stood.

	As the creature neared the entrance of the cavity, Aayat called from behind, “Why didn’t you take me to a hospital? You could have left me there. The authorities could have easily traced my address. Why bring me here?”

	“Rest up. We will talk more when you feel better.” Feedaa walked out of the room, leaving Aayat to ponder over her words.

	The place turned colder, as if the temperature had dropped by several degrees right after Feedaa left.

	Aayat sat on the bed motionless, bracing herself tight, racking her brain, trying to recall the events of the day. One minute she was walking by the stream, the next, she was lying in this alien place. She tried hard to remember what happened in between, but nothing came to her mind.

	Her body felt tired, dragged downwards by the weight of overthinking. She lay back on the pillow and drifted off to a dreamless sleep.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	When Aayat came to her senses again, the lights had turned dimmer. It was still cold and quiet, but her skin seemed to have adjusted to the ambient temperature. She looked around to see if the creature had returned. Instead, she found a plate full of fruits on the side table. Despite all her reservation about the place, her stomach growled loudly at their sight, and she began gorging on them.

	“Woke up already?” Feedaa had waltzed into the room without notice. Her outfit had changed. She looked like something of a cross between a rock star and a farm girl.

	Aayat was suddenly ashamed of the way she was devouring the fruits. A little while ago, she’d questioned everything she was told, and now she was eating the fruits most probably brought by Feedaa.

	Feedaa laughed at Aayat’s blood flushed face.

	How could a robot laugh like that?

	“How are you feeling now?” it enquired.

	“Better, thanks,” Aayat replied, trying to hide a half-eaten apple between her fingers and palm.

	“Excellent,” Feedaa said, clapping its hands and resting its hips on the corner of the table at Aayat’s bedside.

	“What happened to sending me back?” Aayat sat upright on the bed and looked at Feedaa with eyes like that of a little lost puppy.

	“Well...umm...”

	“What?” Aayat raised her eyebrows and craned her neck in Feedaa’s direction. All her doubts returned.

	“We are looking into it.” Feedaa looked sideways, concentrating on the indecipherable content the machines were displaying.

	“What’s there to look into? I work at a public institution. It’s not like I’m asking you to send me off to a distant cave. Just call me a cab and I can take it to the institute. You don’t have to pay or anything. And as for the treatment bills, send them to me and I will wire the money online. Now please let me go.” Aayat got up to leave, but Feedaa stopped her again, and just like last time, she was no match to Feedaa.

	Contrary to Aayat’s expectations, Feedaa’s touch was warm and soft. Although it gripped her hands tight, the touch wasn’t cold or harsh. Aayat eyed Feedaa with contempt as the creature seated her again on the bed.

	“Your name is Aayat, right?”

	“Yes.”

	“Aayat, please let me run a few diagnostic tests. Once I am sure that you are fit and fine, I will let you know what’s happening.”

	“What tests? You already have these small paper-like things attached to my scalp, your machines are beeping, taking note of my every breath. What more do you want to test?” Aayat withdrew from Feedaa. Her jaws tightened as she tried to huddle herself in a ball.

	“I just need to draw some blood from your arm to check your kidney function and blood count. Once that’s done, we can have a long chat.” Feedaa coaxed Aayat to calm her down.

	“I don’t want a long chat, nor do I want you to draw any blood. I will not allow this. This is an invasion of my privacy, and I can file a criminal charge in case you do that forcefully.” Aayat felt nauseated. She would have run outside by now had Feedaa not blocked her way.

	“Listen Aayat, we need to talk, and I can only do so after my work is done.” Feedaa spoke firmly.

	“And what exactly is your work?” Aayat raised her eyebrows.

	“To make sure that you are back to normal again.” The creature had already collected the required instruments while holding Aayat with one hand.

	“Is that supposed to be a joke? Because I don’t find it funny at all. Why would you worry about my health? What is it to you whether I live or die? I don’t know you, you don’t know me. Let’s cut this nonsense out and go our own ways.” Aayat raised her voice and wriggled under Feedaa’s grip, which had tightened in the meanwhile.

	“I am not the enemy here.” Feedaa’s whispered entreaty, her mouth quite close to Aayat’s ears, shocked her.

	“Then who is?”

	“Everyone else.”

	This remark silenced Aayat. Something lurched inside her stomach as she turned limp for a moment.

	Feedaa loosened the grip.

	“I know it is very difficult for you to trust me. I wouldn’t trust myself either in similar situation, but at least give me the benefit of the doubt.” Feedaa’s robotic voice had a soothing undertone.

	“First remove all the detectors, shut down the machines and the cameras and then I might be willing to listen to what you have to say.” Aayat reclaimed her nerves and pointed to the electrodes attached to her scalp.

	“Fine, I will remove everything except the bug in your ear.” Feedaa slid off the table, walked to the nearest machine, and turned it off.

	“I have a bug in my ear?” Aayat jumped off the bed.

	“Yes, and it needs to stay put or you won’t understand what I am saying.”

	Aayat looked at the robot with a mixed expression of disgust and bewilderment.

	“We speak different languages, and this bug helps with the translation, so that you and I don’t have any problem while conversing with each other. I am also wearing one.” Feedaa pulled out a minute, wireless device, the size of a small pebble, from their right ear, showed it to Aayat, and put it back in place.

	“How did you get it out?” Aayat slapped her ears with her palm, trying to dislodge whatever Feedaa lodged in her ears. She shook her head vehemently, but to no avail. She then looked at Feedaa, who giggled and winked.

	Aayat exhaled sharply and sank lower at her spot. A certain numbness overtook her body. She looked at Feedaa, but she was unable to see anything beyond a robotic creature creeping closer.

	What had she gotten herself into?

	Feedaa placed a hand on Aayat’s shoulder and said, “Don’t look like that. I am not going to harm you or anything.” It then came around and sat on the bed. Softening the voice, it continued, “Keep calm, relax, I am, I mean we are, well, this place… Just know that I am not going to harm you. I promise. Believe me.”

	Aayat’s head was still bowed. She put her hands in her lap and scratched the cuticles of her fingers as Feedaa kept speaking. “Just listen to me with an open mind. You told me you are a scientist, so I believe you have a broad understanding of the world and its dimensions.”

	She raised her head to look at Feedaa. “What do you mean by that?”

	“When you slipped into that stream, you were somehow carried away from your world and landed into ours. This is an alternate world where humans do not exist.”

	Blood drained of Aayat’s face as Feedaa kept speaking.

	“This is planet Earth, but the dimension you are in at the moment is the one inhabited by other beings. I am sure you must have read about us like we have read about humans.” The room spun before Aayat’s eyes. She held the side of the bed to prevent herself from falling backwards. Goosebumps jumped all over her hands as the air enveloping her turned colder.

	Then, as if to give Aayat some time to absorb the information, Feedaa got up, walked up to the entrance, looked outwards for a while, and returned. “I know it is difficult to understand, but it is the truth. And for now, I will leave you with this. We will talk further once you wrap your head around all this.” With this Feedaa got up to leave but Aayat stopped her.

	“Do you really want me to believe all this?”

	Feedaa passed her a black, smooth-edged rectangular remote, the size of a wristwatch dial. “Raise the screens on the walls when you are ready and look outside. I am sure it is markedly different from the views you are used to seeing. I know, I really do, that it’s almost insane to think that you have suddenly landed in a different place, but the sooner you accept this, the easier it will be for you.”

	Right before leaving the room, Feedaa turned and said, “And by the way, I am a she. A female.”

	Aayat looked at her and then at the remote. She was new to Dehradun. There were hardly any landmarks that she remembered. She had no idea what to expect when looking outside the window. Nevertheless, she pointed the remote towards the opposite wall, but there was no button. Confused, she touched the surface of the remote, hoping that the touch screen would be activated. Again, nothing happened. The shining upper surface glowed upon her touch, but the light died soon. Aayat slapped it like she did to her television remote, and again the surface glowed with the same intensity; however, nothing else happened. She flipped the remote and slapped the opposite side. It didn’t even glow.

	Frustrated, she threw the remote on the bed and got up. She needed to do something―move, work, occupy her hands―anything to keep her from going crazy.

	Feedaa’s assertion about not being human buzzed in her head.

	That’s impossible. Someone must be feeding that robot meaningless chatter.

	She automatically put her hands to her ears. This time she could pull the plugs out, so she removed them and threw them on the floor. The absence of a pair of slippers was painfully evident as she used her bare feet to somehow smash the plug into pieces. She then inspected the room. The bed frame seemed like it was made of wrought iron or a similar metal. A table stood nearby, also made of wrought iron, minus a chair. She had no watch to know what time it was, and she barely remembered the day of the week. It was probably...Thursday.

	The devices kept in the room were unlike the ones she had seen in her lab. They were smaller in size, seemed lighter, and their exterior was made of an unknown shiny material, which, contrary to her expectations, felt warm to her hands. The walls of the room were warm to touch, too. None of the devices was wired. Small blinking lights on their sides told the observer if they were working or not.

	These devices might be fitted with a camera.

	Aayat was suddenly very aware of her every move. Slowly she crept back into the bed, scared to even twitch the wrong way.

	They must be watching me.

	A few minutes later, the wall in front of her began to change colour. Fluorescent light flooded the room, as the wall glowed like the screen of her laptop when switched on.

	Aayat tried to leap into a flight, but her body wouldn’t obey. Fear had swallowed her. Her eyes and jaws twitched and the pulse of the vein near her temple quickened, but she stayed rooted on her spot.

	A hologram-like, three-dimensional image of Feedaa materialised before her eyes into the empty space between the bed and the wall. It smiled and said something. This time the voice wasn’t robotic but feminine. However, the language was gibberish. Aayat couldn’t make a word out of it. The hologram laughed and moved its hands, pointing in different directions, but everything sounded alien to Aayat’s untrained ears.

	After a while, the hologram stopped speaking. It just stared at her in continuation. When Aayat did not respond for some time, it pointed towards her ears.

	Is it asking about the ear plug?

	A few moments later, the hologram vanished, and the wall returned to its usual colour―a dull shade of hay.

	Feedaa didn’t know I crushed the earplug. She wouldn’t have spoken so much otherwise.

	A smile spread across Aayat’s face. Her heart danced jubilantly. It was her chance to flee.

	She dashed towards the entrance like a fawn saving itself from deadly predators and crashed into the opening. The rectangular space in the wall through which she had seen Feedaa enter was not an open door. It was hard―solid. Crashing against it hurt every joint of her body. She stayed on the floor for quite some time after the fall. A flood of pain shot through her body.

	Slouching on the spot where she had fallen, she held her breath for people to rush in and scold her or tie her or scare her in any way to make her obey, but no one came.

	Aayat began crying. She wailed, but no one listened to that, either. Her stomach felt leaden as she thought of the trap she had fallen into―strange land, strange language, weird people, and no knowledge of how to get back. Gulping in the cold air, she tried to calm herself down, but nothing worked. She hobbled back to the bed and kept leaking tears until she was exhausted.

	No one knew her in Dehradun. She usually called her parents once in a week. She had no friends either, so how would anyone know she had gone missing? Will they even look for her? By the time the news of her disappearance had reached her parents, it would be too late.

	The more she thought, the more frightened she became. Her body trembled like a dried leaf and her heart throbbed in her throat. She jabbed her forehead with her fingers, forcing herself to think of a way out of the situation, but nothing worked.

	Exhausted from the feeling of not belonging, she huddled her frame into a dark corner of the room and kept sitting there for a long time. There was a knock on the transparent entrance that she couldn’t cross but Aayat never bothered to see who it was.

	A gibberish noise coming from close by disturbed her self-isolation. When she raised her head, Feedaa was towering over her sulking form, speaking in an unknown language. Her right hand was extended towards Aayat, and the left was flying in the air making undecipherable gestures.

	Not knowing what else to do, Aayat took the hand and got up. Feedaa led her towards a wooden chair, probably taken from another room, and produced another ear pod from her pocket. Though a little sceptical, Aayat took it and placed in her ear.

	“That’s right. You need this to understand what I am saying. And what havoc did you create here? Sae Sae came and knocked at the door for so long. When you didn’t respond, he checked the footage and called me. I came rushing as fast as I could. What happened?” Feedaa said so many things in a single breath. “What happened, Aayat, tell me.”

	“Didn’t whosoever it was who came knocking at that strange door see in the camera what happened?” Aayat snapped.

	Feedaa laughed out loud and kept laughing for a long time, shaking her head in continuation.

	“Oh my god. Whosoever it was who came in knocking. Sae Sae is going to fume at the nickname. You are so funny Aayat. I like you already.”

	Aayat frowned at the strange creature standing in front of her. How could she laugh in such an annoying fashion?

	Oddly, something at the back of Aayat’s head nudged her to trust Feedaa. She had suffered no harm in the many hours she had spent at the place, nor had she been hurt while unconscious. Although she was tired and her body felt sore in places, it was because of the fall and not their doing. Feedaa had removed the electrodes as she asked, and whoever knocked earlier had the decency of not entering the room without her permission.

	Aayat decided to go with her instinct. She had to go home, and for that, she needed information. She needed to know everything about where she was, who the owners of the lab and Feedaa were, and what they wanted.

	Mellowing her expressions, Aayat spoke in a mild tone, “Feedaa, I don’t understand anything. Nothing makes any sense to me. Can you please help me?”

	“Of course I can, but as I said earlier, you need to keep an open mind and trust that whatever I tell you
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